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“An effortless life is a meaningless life.”

—HA JIN



Prologue
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Mom holding me up in our backyard, 1958.



MY MOTHER was gone. I never thought I would survive her death.

I was, in so many ways, her creation. She literally spoke me into being. When she was pregnant with me, she told everyone she was having a girl, and they believed her. This was 1958, when she was in her thirties, and no one had even heard of amniocentesis. Her friends at her job at St. Michael’s Medical Center decorated the nurses’ lounge in pink, and all the baby presents were pink: the jumpers, booties, coats, and hats. “I told that doctor, ‘If it’s a boy, don’t even bring him to me,’ ” she used to tell me. She had already birthed three sons and was ready to welcome her daughter.

After I arrived, she went to work designing her girl. I would have everything she thought her cherished daughter should have. I took piano and ballet lessons, and wore well-made white shirts with Peter Pan collars and wool plaid jumpers and skirts. I even wore a camel hair coat to my elementary school, which was right across the street from our house, close enough for my mother to watch over me. I was an introspective child, quick to cry, more at ease with my books and dolls than with the rough-and-tumble of the playground. As tough and no-nonsense as my mother could be, she had breathed into me not just life but also the gift of sensitivity. I felt everything too deeply. The gift would become my burden.
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My brother Marc, me, and Mom at Easter in Weequahic Park.



For the two years before my mother died, I had been in a midlife malaise made worse by the arrival of menopause and the unrelenting routine of ferrying school-age children while caring for my aging parents. When my mother stopped breathing, I fell deep into a cavern of grief. I missed her with an ache that bore into every cell of my body. I couldn’t get out of bed, other than to wake my daughter up for eighth grade, drive my son, a second grader, to school, and slug through walking Charlie, my constant companion in the form of a bichon-poodle mix. My entire body hurt, yet I was numb. When my family came home in the evening, I’d move from my bed to the sectional in the basement and watch TV. It didn’t matter what was on. I simply wanted the noise.

I had expected to feel grief for the first several months, but then seven months passed, eight, a year, and I still couldn’t lift myself out of the pervasive sadness. I didn’t know what to do. When I climbed into bed at night, this feeling, this “nausea of the soul,” as the writer David Foster Wallace described it, clung to me along with my pajamas and woke up in the night before I did. It greeted me as I opened my eyes at two, three, four in the morning, and I would turn to look at my husband, Cliff, lying on the pillow next to mine.

Feeling me stir, Cliff would open his eyes.

“You’re going to have to put me away,” I would tell him every morning and every night. “I can’t keep going like this.”

Cliff had lost his father to cancer only two months before my mom died, and he was still wrestling with his own grief, but he pushed it away to try and help me deal with mine.

“You just miss her,” he said, trying to soothe me. “It’ll pass.”

But it didn’t.

I made an appointment with a therapist provided by the hospice that had helped care for my mother during her final days. This couldn’t be normal grief, I told the grad student sitting in for the psychologist, who’d had an emergency and didn’t show. The student was empathetic but ineffectual. I was so swamped by sorrow at that point, it’s possible no one could have reached me. I remembered how Cliff had cried when we got the news about his dad; how he had comforted his mom and helped plan a beautiful memorial service and then eventually went back to work. He was sad, for sure; he had worshipped his dad, but he had remained himself as he dealt with everything, even maintaining his outrageous sense of humor.

I, on the other hand, was most definitely not myself.

Whenever I talked about my needing to be institutionalized, Cliff would respond with his trademark wit. “You’ll be like Diana Ross in Lady Sings the Blues, with dark sunglasses on in a white bathrobe and a towel around your head,” he joked.

He could always make me laugh, but this time, nothing. The Mack truck–sized depression refused to move. I had become emotionally unglued. I had officially fallen apart. But what I’ve learned on this journey through clinical depression is that my breakdown was actually about me learning how to own my sensitivity and love myself in all of my vulnerability, all my privilege and confusion and loss. This is the story of my mother and the life she dreamed for me. It’s also the story of the dank joylessness I fell into after she died, and how one breath at a time I am finding my way through.
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Tenderhearted
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Mom and me at Easter on my block, across the street from my house.



MOM DIED in the middle of the night in her bedroom downstairs in my house. She was eighty-four and had been in hospice care. The night she died, our dog Charlie came up to our room barking and barking at one thirty in the morning. I was bleary-eyed and didn’t want to budge. But his barking was adamant, so I got up and turned on the light, thinking he might be hurt. I picked him up, ran my hand through his fur, held him up, and looked under his body. There was no sign of anything amiss, so I went back to sleep, and eventually he stopped barking.

At 6 a.m. I went to check on Mom. I’d had a feeling of dread the moment I’d opened my eyes, and I was afraid to go and see.

I had asked Cliff to go with me.

“What’s that?” he said groggily.

“I think Mom is gone. I need you to come with me downstairs.”

“Okay, just let me go to the bathroom.”

He took longer than I could wait. I was simultaneously afraid and compelled to go and see my mother. I rushed down the stairs to the room we’d outfitted for her after her heart got so weak she’d moved in with us six weeks earlier. As I entered the room, I saw that she was turned onto her right side in the hospital bed I’d rented for her, the exact position that she’d been in when I’d tucked her in the night before. I went over and touched her shoulder; it felt hard. I leaned over to look at her face. It was frozen, with her mouth wide open. Her expression was a frown, not peaceful, which led me to think that she’d fought off death. As sick as she was and as much as she’d been praying to Jesus to take her, she’d still tried to resist at the end.

Cliff had come downstairs after me and was watching from the doorway. He saw my shoulders jerking and my head moving toward the inside of my hands, and he came to me, turned me around, and held me. I was surprised at that moment that I hadn’t completely fallen apart. I was crying, but not the deep, guttural, primal sobs that would come moments later.

When a hospice patient dies, the protocol is that you are to call the hospice people immediately. I called my dad first. I couldn’t have done it any other way. My mom had come to stay with us only temporarily, above my father’s objections that he could take care of her. But after my mother’s last stint in the hospital following a fall, we realized my father needed a break. When I called to tell him she was gone, he didn’t speak for a moment and then quietly said, “I’ll be there in a little while.”

He came dressed in a suit and tie. It was March 24, 2009, a chilly spring morning, and he was wearing his trench overcoat and a Borsalino hat, the kind men of a certain age still wear. He came in and we hugged as we always do. He went into the room where Mom lay and looked at her. When he leaned over to kiss her on her open mouth and said, “Good-bye, sweetheart,” I lost it. I went into the dining room and opened my mouth in a scream. At first nothing came out. I remember holding my mouth open, saliva coating the corners, running down my chin and onto my neck before a sound came that I hope never to hear again.

When I called hospice around 7 a.m., our regular nurse, Joe, wasn’t on duty.

“We’ll send Sister Angela,” they said.

I thought, Catholic?

“She’s a nun.”

My mother wasn’t Catholic, but I was too weak to protest.

Sister Angela was White, with wind-burned skin. She arrived dressed in jeans and purple polar fleece, and she greeted me with a warm, Southern Black church hug. She called the funeral home and then went into my mom’s room to attend to her and write down the approximate time and cause of death. I didn’t know the time, but I told her about Charlie’s insistent early morning barking. “The dogs always know,” she said. She put in Mom’s dentures, closed her mouth, removed her diaper, and washed her up. Cliff and I were sitting in the living room. Our son, Ford, then eight years old, was still asleep, but Baldwin, who was fourteen, was up and moving around upstairs. It was nearing time for her to leave for school. We ushered her out the door without telling her that Grandma had died. I’m not sure why I made that decision then—perhaps my grief was so much I couldn’t yet bear hers—but I would make the same one today. Baldwin and my mother had been very close. The Grandma she’d known was the one who had come three days a week to babysit her for the first two years of her life, the one who believed the sun rose and set in Baldwin’s eyes, who sewed outfits for her Barbies, who always brought her and Ford her famous applesauce or apple pie when she came to visit. But during my mother’s illness, Baldwin became wary of her. She wouldn’t go into her room unless I was there; she hated to see her grandmother so reduced. I can only think that it was all too much for her.
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Mom beaming at Baldwin, July 1996.



Ford, on the other hand, only remembered his Grandma as old and frail. He wasn’t afraid and would go into her room by himself every morning. He’d say “Mornin’, Grandma,” and every night, “Night, Grandma.” Whenever my mother saw him, she’d smile and say, “Hey, good-lookin’.” She always called him that.
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Ford and Mom on her birthday; his is three days later.



For years before this final break in my world, I’d been only showing up in pieces. I had my mommy friends, with whom I’d talk only about our kids, and I’d put away my ambitious writer self. With my writer friends, it was easier to show up more fully, but when I stopped writing, I felt as if I no longer had anything to contribute. My gym friends were on the light side; I showed up not as a writer or a mother, just as someone who worked out alongside them and maybe went for coffee afterward. I functioned by being propped up and medicated by materialism and escapism—dopamine bursts coming from shopping; intense cardio to ease the sadness; and vodka or wine to keep me from feeling too much. I wanted to be numb.

I’d been holding myself back, taking only shallow breaths. My surroundings were shiny, impressive—the house, the car, the country club that I’d never wanted to join and hardly ever went to. I had turned into someone I couldn’t figure out, a bored, lonely suburban wife and mother whose writing career had inexplicably stalled. I had no role models for this life, no road maps to follow. Where were the creative, sensitive women who were making a living while married and raising kids in the suburbs and who were also Black and proud? I felt lost. I was lost.

When I’d had my mom, I could talk to her about these things. She knew me better than anyone did, and to the end, she saw me whole. And even though my life, as it had become, was as foreign to her as eating meat on Friday, she understood me and knew the core of me was the same. And as long as she held that vision of me, I could shelter in that reflection and hold the idea of myself as whole, too. Now that she was gone, the vision had shattered. I felt as if all that was left of me was Clara’s broken daughter, searching for home.

It didn’t help that I knew my mother would want me to be tougher than this. I had grown up hearing stories about Clara and her six sisters, mostly about what hell-raisers they were, especially my aunt Eva and aunt Thelma. Legend had it that Aunt Eva, upon overhearing a woman on a Jersey Shore boardwalk call her a slut, jumped on that woman, beating her so ferociously that several men were required to pull her off. Then there was the time Aunt Thelma chased one of her brothers-in-law down the street, threatening to kick his ass in retaliation for his shooting her sister. My uncle was still holding the gun, but he knew to run from Aunt Thelma.

Another afternoon, Aunt Eva and my mother were in my aunt’s new car with my dad at the wheel, on the way home from a Brooklyn Dodgers game. When their car was tapped from behind, Aunt Eva and my mother jumped out, ready to beat down the man trying to apologize that his car had “simply rolled.” My kindhearted father, knowing what his wife and her sister were capable of, had to talk them out of hurting the man. After some coaxing, the sisters relented and got back in the car. My aunt was many months pregnant at the time.

My head was filled with stories like these, tales I overheard as the petticoated child who was always hanging on to her mother’s skirt tail. I loved being with my mother, and she loved being with her sisters. In addition to the seven girls, there were four boys. All the girls were proud of being tough, mean, take-no-mess women. They thrilled (and scared) me because they were pretty and pressed, and they could drink and play cards with abandon.
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Aunt Thelma; cousin Eddie, holding my brother Larry; and Mom, circa 1943.



But it was clear to me, even at five years old, that I was not like these women. I was more like my father. I enjoyed retreating into the comfort of my own bedroom, where I could spend hours creating fantasies. Alone there, I didn’t have to worry about hiding my tears when my feelings were hurt, or maybe when I was just touched by a kindness, like my friend Louie’s letting me have his turn jumping rope. My aunts tolerated me, but not silently. They let me know that “all that cryin’ and carryin’ on” just was not normal. “She spoiled,” they’d say to my mother as I sobbed quietly over some ache or other. As the aunts held court around the kitchen table, instructing their sister Clara on how to toughen me up, my mother would simply hold me, pat my back, and pretend I wasn’t crying. Every night when I said my prayers, I would beg God to take away my tears. I was so ashamed of myself.

In a culture where Black women are expected to be tough, hands on hips, wielding words like knives, I had often wondered where I fit in. Much later I began to understand that my aunts’ unsentimental toughness was merely a posture, adopted for their survival. The story of my mother’s family is the story of many Black families in the early part of the last century. They came from a sharecropping background in Little Mountain, South Carolina, and Summit, Georgia. My grandmother’s first husband was killed in a well accident when she was pregnant with her second child, a boy born “slow” whom we knew as Hap. Some speculated that Hap’s intellectual challenges had been caused by trauma in the womb. My grandmother was pretty and light-skinned, and I only say that because it was what attracted her second husband, my coal-colored grandfather, as well as a lot of other male attention, which made Grandpa Charlie violent. “My father was mean, just the meanest thing you’d ever seen in your life,” my mother used to say. “He used to tell us if someone hits you, you make sure you kill ’em.”

My grandmother had eleven children with him, and when he died, she moved the eight younger ones north, joining the older children, who had jobs by then. The move was supposed to make life easier, but things didn’t quite go that way. Early pregnancies, bad marriages, and limited opportunity made my aunts bitter, forcing them to rely on no one but themselves. So they worked extra jobs to send us to a better life, took care of grandchildren long after their best child-rearing days, and watched their own dreams slip away like dandelion dust as their insides hardened to stone.

Some of their daughters would grow up to have better lives, but things still weren’t easy. As Black women, we weren’t likely to have much of a financial cushion should we fall down. Most of us were still a couple of paychecks away from poverty, so we had to be as competent, resilient, clear eyed, and strong as our mothers were. But did we also have to be as tough as old leather, as sharp-tongued and mean as my aunts had always insisted I should be?

Not long before my mother got sick, I asked her about my grandmother, who died before I was born. She told me that despite her hardships, my grandmother had been a tender woman. “Mama had that mean husband,” she said, “but you know what she would do? On Sunday mornings, she’d let it all out in church.” My mother’s voice trailed off, and I pictured my grandmother standing up in her A.M.E. Church, arms outstretched, knowing someone or something would be there to lift her up, that there was always a place where her pain and suffering would be understood. That, I realized, is why my grandmother always knew she would survive. She knew that when it came right down to it, a strong Black woman could also be tender. Now, reeling in the aftermath of my mother’s death, I clung to that idea for dear life.
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My Mother, the Insurgent

MY MOTHER was tall, five feet seven inches, and broad shouldered. She was a size 12 for most of her life but rail thin in her teens and twenties and would revert to that frame as an elder. In some old pictures, she looked Olive Oyl thin, and her hairstyle was like Princess Leia’s—those two spiral buns on either side of her ears.

She was passionate and intense and idiosyncratic. She read the newspaper at night in bed and watched Eyewitness News at five o’clock every day. She had opinions, she didn’t care if they were unpopular, and everybody in the neighborhood knew not to waste her time with “fool talk,” which was her estimation of small talk. If someone, friend or acquaintance, burdened her with too much, she had no problem saying, “I ain’t got time for this fool talk!” And boom, she’d hang up the phone. I remember more than once witnessing her ending a phone call this way and saying to her, “How do you have any friends?” She’d look at me and her grin would turn into a cackle. “Mabel know I’m busy,” she’d say.

My mother was purposeful. President of the block club and the PTA and a Boy Scout den mother, she worked full time at night, 11 p.m. until 7 a.m. at Saint Michael’s hospital in Newark as a pediatric nurse’s aide. She worked that job for thirty-two long years—thirty-two years of nights. And she cleaned our two-family frame house like Pac-Man. She was an impeccable housekeeper and had set days when she cleaned certain rooms in particular ways. She’d do the floors and wash the towels (always with Tide) on Mondays, drying everything on the clothesline that hung from the second-floor back hall window because doing so made them smell fresh. On Tuesdays she did the bathroom and the kitchen floors, scrubbing with a brush soaked with Mr. Clean and water, on her knees. Every week she would clean the creases in the lampshades, do the ironing, which included her bras and my father’s boxer shorts, and clean out the refrigerator, wiping it out with a little ammonia mixed in a bucket of water. She’d defrost the freezer every other week and take the stove apart about that often as well. She was a flash of activity—cleaning, cleaning, cleaning. It wasn’t until I was a woman with a family of my own that I finally realized that, for my mother, who grew up with the notion that a clean house made one superior, cleaning was also her therapy. It was how she’d work out all that anxiety that was always in her. She wasn’t judgmental, except about other people’s housekeeping abilities. “You know, she got a nasty house,” said in a conspiratorial whisper, was the worst thing she could say about someone. To her, an unclean house was a major character flaw.

I never saw my mother relax or just lie down on our brown floral slipcovered couch, or soak in the tub, or go for a walk. The only time she would come close to kicking back was when her sister Thelma came for a late-afternoon visit, and even then, while they were having a cold one—always Schaeffer—my mom was ironing, clipping coupons, or balancing her checkbook to the nickel. My aunt Thelma was my favorite of my mother’s six sisters. (I have no memory of Aunt Eva, who died when I was very young.) Thelma was the only sister who was childless and was one of the few people who could tell my mother off, and whom my mom would actually listen to. They were that close. Aunt Thelma was as tough as a workingman, yet always dressed in pretty clothes, royal blue chiffon, powder makeup from her compact, and red lipstick. When Mom wasn’t in her mint-green work uniform, she dressed in classic clothes like pressed cotton shirtwaist dresses, skirts, and turtlenecks, but at home, my mother always wore a housedress—a shapeless, cotton shmatte that snapped up the front and had patch pockets. These were popular in the ’50s and ’60s, but my mom wore them her entire life. It was usually the only thing she’d ever ask for on her birthday or at Christmas. It became really hard to find such things by the ’90s.

On my mom’s nights off, Thursday and sometimes Friday, we’d have family Pokeno night. Aunt Thelma had introduced Mom to Pokeno. We’d have little Dixie cups filled with pennies and boards similar to bingo cards, and Mom would bake a Tree Tavern frozen pizza, topped with olive oil. These are some of my all-time favorite childhood memories. She was relaxed, and she and my dad and everybody got along. It was the only time that I can remember my brothers Marc and Duane, Mom, Daddy, and me playing something together. Aunt Thelma and Miss Bertha, who lived in our downstairs apartment, were also included.

Miss Bertha was a childhood friend of my mother and her sisters. She was divorced from a prominent man in Newark who had left her for another woman. In those days, divorce was still scandalous—but not for my mother and her sisters, each of whom had had at least two marriages. One had had three. Before she met my father, my own mother had been married to another man. She’d become pregnant at sixteen and had wed the father of my oldest brother, Larry. She had divorced that first husband not too long after the baby was born and moved home to her mother’s house. It seemed to me that the Eleazer sisters would cut a husband loose with as much thought as they gave to changing their stockings. Miss Bertha, on the other hand, had been devastated by her divorce, and my mother and sisters despised her ex-husband for it. The sadness that surrounded her was discernible even to me at ten years old. My mom always included Miss Bertha in whatever we did, and often I would go down to her apartment, equally bleach-clean as ours, to just sit with her. We’d watch TV and eat ice cream. She was really thin, had ice-blue eyes, light skin, and a deep baritone voice that would sometimes tremble because of some unknown (to me) health issue that made her frail. She looked a lot like a mixed gray-haired Lauren Bacall. She was very kind to me, always. While my mom had lots of friends, there were a few women who were “family.” Miss Bertha was family.

When Aunt Thelma died of a stroke in her midfifties, it was the first time I’d seen my mother cry. My aunt was having coffee after church when it happened and died a few days later. At the funeral, as the family viewed the body, I became hysterical, dropping to my knees when I saw her in the coffin. I hated that the lady ushers dressed in white picked me up and took me off to the ladies’ room to fan me and put water on my face. Even at fourteen, I viscerally understood that this was an appropriate response to losing someone you loved. Why sweep the person away? Let the tears and all of it come. It was the first time I’d lost someone close to me, and also, knowing how much pain my mother was in was killing me. My mother was the strongest person I knew, and back then I thought strong people didn’t cry.
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Mom and our dog Rinny outside of our house in Newark.



Clara Little was a renegade without ever using the word. When Mom was in elementary school in Elizabeth, New Jersey, around 1935, her class used to sing a song called “Old Black Joe.” This was a common song in those days of legalized Jim Crow apartheid.

Gone are the days when my heart was young and gay,

Gone are my friends from the cotton fields away,

Gone from the earth to a better land I know,

I hear their gentle voices calling, “Old Black Joe.”

One day, my mother decided the song was demeaning and she wasn’t going to sing it anymore. She got her hands slapped with a ruler, but once she’d decided she was never going to sing the song again, she took the ruler every time.

Her insurgency continued in her lifelong commitment to the PTA. It was her heart’s work. She was serious about improving educational opportunity for inner-city kids. She didn’t believe in referring to these kids as “underprivileged.” “Ain’t nothing underprivileged about them,” she’d say. “It’s the damn big shots who don’t want to spend the money on kids and the mamas who don’t vote.” She remained active in the PTA long after her own children had graduated from high school. She was eventually elected president of the Essex County chapter, which included twenty-two towns. She often said, “All children are my children.” And she spent a good part of her life fighting for people who didn’t know how to fight for themselves. She knew in her bones that it was just morally wrong that wealthy towns should have better public schools than poorer ones. The PTA was so much a part of our lives that before I was old enough to go to kindergarten, I used to answer the phone, “Are you a member of the PTA?”

If one of her PTA cronies called and it was one of her two nights off, well, she could be on the phone for an hour discussing who wasn’t carrying their weight, what teacher had to go, what other school districts in the county got that Newark didn’t, and the strategy sessions to demand change. She’d help run campaigns for local council people and would regularly raise hell at city council and school board meetings. Former Newark mayor Sharpe James, who in 2008 was convicted of fraud, had a close relationship with my mother for decades before becoming mayor. He wrote a letter from jail that was read at her funeral. She had mentored him when he began his career as a block club president, then ward leader, then councilman representing our South Ward neighborhood.

After the 1968 riots in Newark, Detroit, and Cleveland, Black people decided it was time for them to be in charge of the cities where they were the majority. After the riots (“rebellion” is what certain Newarkers call them) there was an exodus from Newark of 100,000 people, most of whom were White. The city’s population went from 400,000 to 300,000 almost overnight. A group of kingmakers, Amiri Baraka among them, convened to decide which Black man (I doubt a woman was ever actually considered) would be the first Black mayor of Newark. They chose an Alabama-born-and-raised civil engineer named Ken Gibson, but while there was much excitement around his candidacy, my mother didn’t support him. I’m sure many people were surprised at her decision. “Aren’t you a race woman?” they’d ask, knowing how dedicated she was to the betterment of Black people. But she was not confused about being an advocate for her people and choosing someone whose sole qualifications, in her opinion, were that he was Black and college educated. She was a practical, strategic person, one who’d turned down many officials who’d tried to get her either to run for the South Ward city council or to be appointed to the school board. She wasn’t interested in power for power’s sake, but she knew it was vital to have the ear of those in power. But just as she didn’t like “fool talk” from her friends, she eschewed it from politicians as well.

By 1974, Gibson had alienated some of his supporters in his efforts to keep White businesses from leaving the city. One of those who lost faith in him was Amiri Baraka, who called him a “neo-colonialist.” He said that Gibson was for the profit of “huge corporations that run in and around and through and out of Newark paying little or no taxes,” while the residents were ignored. It was true that corporate and state interests had major influence in the city. Unemployment soon reached 50 percent. Mom resisted gloating.
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Mom (third from the right) and her PTA cronies.



I once asked her why she hadn’t supported Ken Gibson. “I was my own woman, had my own mind, and I just didn’t think Gibson was the one,” she told me. “Never was impressed by him. Matter of fact, thought he was kinda dim. I ain’t care that he was some engineer. I ain’t ever felt like I had to prove nothin’ to Black folks,” she went on. “I was born in the South when it was rough, where we could only take a few baths a week, where we slept on mattresses stuffed with straw. Shoot, you talk about uncomfortable.”

When Alice Walker’s The Color Purple was published, I read it in one night and all the while I couldn’t stop thinking about my mother. I bought her a copy, and she also inhaled it. Many writers and activists said the book told an unflattering and untrue story of Black men, and they launched a major attack on Alice Walker, saying she hated Black men. When the movie came out, there were lots of protests, some of them televised.

I took my mom to see the movie and afterward we had lunch. “I don’t know what them folks on TV was talkin’ about,” she told me. “I knew plenty men like Mister down South, okay. Alice Walker ain’t made nothin’ up. There were plenty of men just like him down South. Just mean as hell.”

Mom told me years after this conversation that she’d been raped in the fields in Georgia by an older man, a Mister. I was left speechless and pained by her revelation, yet she showed little to no affect in the telling. She said it just as a fact of being a vulnerable Black girl, as if she had no choice but to survive. She’d been twelve.
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My Neighborhood
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My brother Duane and me after watching a parade with our dad in downtown Newark.



HUNTERDON STREET, where I grew up, runs almost the length of Newark, crossing roughly three of its five wards. Newark was a city of neighborhoods. Our block was a self-contained island, filled with characters.

My porch was often the gathering spot where we’d hang. That was when kids used to have long afternoons free after school, after homework was finished and before we were called inside for dinner, before Mandarin and soccer practice three times a week became de rigueur. In addition to playing jacks and jumping French rope, our favorite form of amusement was Mr. Webb coming home from his construction job every Friday drunk as “Coota” Brown. Louie, my next-door neighbor and first best friend, would stand on a banister, holding on to a pillar, which allowed him to see all the way to the corner of our block.

“Here he come!”

Monday through Thursday Mr. Webb would walk past us, construction boots dusty from the day’s work, lunch pail in hand, sober as a Mormon, back straight as a pole, head erect, gaze directly forward. He would never speak, even if we said hello. But on Fridays, we’d see him weaving up the block from one end of the sidewalk to the other. He’d stumble and stop in front of us on the porch, alcohol fumes strong enough for us to get a contact high. He’d look at us and start to wave his finger, as if he knew something that we didn’t.

“I know you,” he’d say, pointing at me. “You Missa Liddle’s daughter.”

He’d stand, swaying like a sapling in the wind, smiling like a toothless baby as he peered at us.

“I know you, too,” he’d say to Louie. “You Missa Goosby boy.”

After appraising the other kids on the porch, he’d be on his way, weaving down to the end of the block, where he and his wife lived. They were the only childless couple on the block. We’d hold our composure until he was gone, and then we’d fall out laughing, holding onto our sides. It cracked us up every time.
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Daddy and Mom with Mom’s lifelong friend Ruth Brooks and her husband, Jesse.



One of our neighbors, Miss Jackie, was a lesbian. We didn’t know that word at the time, but even as children we saw clearly that Miss Jackie was different from the other women on our street. She lived alone in the first-floor apartment of the three-family house that she owned. She mostly dressed in her khaki or navy-blue work uniform, the kind men wore, and she carried a lunch pail to work, like Mr. Webb. She had dark chocolate skin and a gold tooth in the front of her mouth. Her short hair was relaxed and slicked down to her head, and sometimes she’d wear a do-rag knotted in the front of her forehead, like a man with a process. She smiled a lot and was always kind to us children. Miss Jackie was also a grandmother. Her grandkids lived down South somewhere but would come up every summer and stay with her. The girls, three of them, became part of our group during those visits.

“How you doin’, baby?” Miss Jackie would say enthusiastically whenever I’d see her. She lived next door to Direen, part of our posse, whose porch we hung out on when we got older and moved from hanging out on mine. Louie, who was gay and way more mature than the rest of us, introduced us to the slur “bull dagger.” Sometimes when Miss Jackie would walk past and out of earshot, Louie would spell “b-u-l-l-” and add with a dramatic flair, “dagger.” We all started saying it too, but just like when Louie would speak pig Latin or when he would say he was “paper bag tan,” I had no idea what he was talking about. Miss Jackie was as much a part of the neighborhood as anybody. I never heard any of the grown-ups talk badly about her or mention anything different about her. She was a part of the Block Association, which meant she was a good neighbor, often sweeping the front of her house and the houses nearby. We knew Miss Jackie was “mannish,” and that was just a fact, as was Louie being chubby and a “sissy” and me being a crybaby. Miss Jackie had a funny kind of walk, fast and slightly hunched over to one side—a pimp walk—and her voice was kind of raspy, like too many cigarettes and too much whiskey, although I never saw her appear anything close to drunk. Back then everybody smoked, and she often had a cigarette dangling from the side of her lips, the ash long and miraculously hanging on.

Upstairs at Miss Jackie’s house in the second-floor apartment lived the Harris* family. Mr. Richard,* his wife, Miss Rita,* and their three daughters were our closest family friends. Miss Rita, like my mother, was a nurse’s aide. Mr. Richard was square. He didn’t smoke or drink; he drove a square car, a Dodge Dart; and he liked to take pictures with his square camera. I was right in the middle of the Harrises’ younger daughters, Pamela* and Sadie.* I always preferred Pamela; I loved her. We’d go to the beach together during the summer holidays. It was one of those rare situations where the moms and dads and kids were all friends with one another. In most ways, our households were identical. There were three differences, though: the Harrises always took a family photograph and sent it as their Christmas card; they didn’t own their house; and they used to get the Sears catalog. I used to love to go over to their house and leaf through every single page of that Sears catalog.

I vividly remember the day I came home early from kindergarten and found my mom crying because President Kennedy had been killed. Two years later when I came home and found almost the same scenario, I was scared to death. I went to Mom and put my arms around her. I asked her what happened and she mumbled something I couldn’t understand. She repeated herself, and then again, and finally I understood what she was trying to say: Miss Rita had died. Mom told me that Miss Rita had died of a heart attack. Not until I was an adult did Mom reveal that Miss Rita had actually bled to death after having an abortion. It was 1965 and abortion was still illegal. Miss Rita had apparently had an affair and gotten pregnant. Mr. Richard had known that the baby wasn’t his and had told her to get rid of it. She did, and had come home after, lain down, and bled to death. Her daughter Sadie, who was still in kindergarten, had found her mother dead in bed, the sheets soaked with her blood.

Many years later, I was on a spring break from college, watching TV in our den with my dad when we heard a loud boom. We looked at each other, and Daddy told me to stay put. He headed out of the house, down the street to where the sound had come from. It had been a gunshot from Mr. Richard’s gun. He’d shot himself in the head. The adults figured Mr. Richard could no longer live with the guilt he’d carried all those years for making his wife have the abortion. After his death, the girls scattered. The eldest moved to Arizona with her football player husband; Pamela died of something drug-related; and last I knew, Sadie was living in Atlanta.

Miss Margaret was another one of our neighbors. She and Mr. Dave, her husband, lived in a three-family house across the street from us. She was one of my mother’s close friends, like family. She was also one of the few stay-at-home moms on the block. Mr. Dave drove a Cadillac, had a gold tooth in place of one of his front teeth, a process, and was so black he looked blue. Sometimes I’d see him in his silk do-rag, and I couldn’t understand why Miss Margaret, who was pretty, with light-brown hair down to her shoulders, would be with him. He looked like a scary creature, except he was really charming and nice. Mr. Dave also worked a lot. I have no idea what he did, but like most men in the neighborhood, it was something with his hands and seemed to involve multiple shifts.

I was crazy about Miss Margaret. She was kind and spoke in a soft Kentucky-tinged voice. She had three sons; I think only one was biologically Mr. Dave’s. Maybe that’s why she liked having me around—all those sons. On the afternoons that I’d hang out at her apartment, she would make me tuna fish sandwiches and cut off the crusts. I’ve yet to taste tuna better than hers. We’d watch TV, the hours free and unencumbered, until Mr. Dave came home, always grinning and nice to me, but I’d be disappointed because I knew that my time with Miss Margaret was over. She’d have to serve him his dinner, which she’d cooked earlier in the day, and would sit with him to listen to him talk. My mother liked to tell me with a laugh that I used to ask Miss Margaret, “Does he have to come here?” We were a tribe of women, and all of us, young and old, understood that when a man entered, the coven was over; our ties to one another were put away until the men were gone again. Until next time.

But perhaps my favorite person on the block was Louie. He and I became best friends when his family moved next door to our house when he was five and I was four. Louie lived with his mom, Miss Earlene, another woman I adored and who adored me back. There was his dad, Mr. Louie Goolsby, a college football star, who walked with a limp because of a sports injury. He was the head of one of the Boys Clubs in Newark. Louie’s younger brother, Brian, was the Dennis the Menace of the block. His parents were much younger than mine.

Louie and I spent all our time “playing dolls.” First, baby dolls, then, later, we moved on to Barbies. Because Louie was a boy, whenever we played house, I’d tell him that he was the dad. He’d say no, that he was a mommy too, and he would put my brother’s plastic typewriter cover over his head as a wig. I loved Louie. I didn’t care what he put on his head, his face, or his body—in high school he started dressing full-on as a woman: dress, heels, makeup. He was smart and quick and hilarious. He knew pig Latin before anybody and tried to teach me so we could talk in front of grown-ups and they wouldn’t have a clue what we were saying. I couldn’t get the hang of it. He did everything well: jumped French and double Dutch, played jacks, kickball, hopscotch. What he wouldn’t do was play baseball or basketball or any ball with the boys in the neighborhood, even when they taunted him.

Sometimes when I was at their apartment, Miss Earlene would sit me in front of her mirror and redo my hair. She would brush it up in a top ponytail, and then she’d put my hair around a mesh doughnut to make a bun. Smoothing out my hair by running her hand in upward motions, she’d tell me how pretty I was. When her sister, Shirley, was visiting, which was often, she’d chime in, “Gonna be a knockout.” I’d smile, although I had no idea what that meant. I only knew that Shirley, who was single and childless and looked like Ronnie Spector, was beyond glamorous. Like Miss Earlene, she was cream-colored and tall, but she was thinner, wore dramatic black cat-eye makeup, and dressed in extravagant outfits like Pucci-printed jumpsuits.

By the time we were in middle school, when it was apparent and mostly accepted that Louie was gay, some boys would call him “sissy, sissy fag.” Louie always had a comeback. I saw his skin grow tougher, thicker. Louie was big for his age, tall and full. When he was about thirteen, he’d go around the corner to the packaged goods store to buy beer. He was that grown-up-looking, and he was fearless. Most of the time, he’d come back with the beer. We’d shake it up and splash it, but Louie would drink his.

Louie and his mother were close. He called her by her first name and had the same body type and walk. She was tall and full and would walk with her back straight and her head high. They were both slew-footed. My mom used to lovingly refer to her as that “big yella woman.” Miss Earlene came home from work every day usually wearing stretch pants and some kind of fitted top. She’d wave as she passed us kids gathered on my porch. Sometimes Louie would have to go inside with her, and sometimes she’d stop and talk to us and let him stay.

I never knew how Miss Earlene felt about Louie being gay—she certainly seemed to love him unconditionally—but we all knew how Miss Earlene felt about her other son’s behaviors. Everybody on the block knew that Brian was always up to trouble. He’d throw a soda bottle from their third-story window to hear it crash on the pavement. My mom would come outside, hands on her hips, and call for Brian to come outside. She’d grab him by his shirt or jacket and ring his body around a few times, yelling at him that he knew better and that someone could get hurt. Later, when she’d tell his mother, Miss Earlene would thank her.

While I never heard him say anything, I think Louie felt his dad’s disapproval. All the rest of us certainly did, once Louie started wearing women’s clothes. We were in high school at that point, and Louie hung out with a group of gay guys who dressed up and wore makeup. When he was in drag, he wouldn’t speak to me; he’d act as if I were a stranger. It remains a painful memory.

When I tell people I grew up in Newark, the response is sometimes “Oh, the hood.” I hate that, because it’s reductive, and in my mind I didn’t grow up in the hood, at least not the kind that most people imagine. There were no muggings, shootings (Mr. Richard’s suicide notwithstanding), or robberies, if you don’t count the purse-snatching I once witnessed as my mother and I were leaving the A&P on Bergen Street. A boy snatched a woman’s purse and took off. My mother, recognizing him as one of her former Boy Scouts, yelled after him, “Kevin, you bedda put that down, stop it!”
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